CHAPTER  VIII
1875-1900
Entry at Stationers' Hall. Royal Commission on Copyright. Registra-
tion and the British Museum. The University Libraries and the right
to copies. Third International Congress oj Publishers.
THE Registers of the Stationers* Company have always been an
important bibliographical tool. Their usefulness was somewhat
impaired, however, by the fact that, although they played some
part in press censorship in the past, they were never originally in-
tended to serve as a complete record of national literature. For
centuries most of the publications registered were works of com-
parative unimportance, the majority being plays, poems, sermons,
and pamphlets. The more useful works were frequently not
registered unless the copyrights were infringed. After the passing
of the Act of 1842 almost as many trade labels and catalogues were
registered as were books, so that registration had almost degen-
erated into a formality preliminary to an action at law for infringe-
ment of copyright, and the slogan "Entered at Stationers' Hall"to
be found in many books was in many cases a deliberate lie.1 There
were other drawbacks to registration. It was difficult beforehand
to prove that the book registered was the work or the property of
the person registering it. Further, no author could possibly write
an original book worded exactly the same as that of another.2 To
copy another's work, registered or not, was to do so with the full
knowledge of being guilty of piracy. What, then, was the use of
registration?
Registration, however, obviously had certain definite uses. It
gave notice to the world that copyright for a particular work had
1 Registration at Stationers* Hall was made compulsory only prior to an
action for infringement of copyright.
* "No two authors ever existed who could invent or compose their
thoughts in identically the same order of words for a few sentences running;
and 2 so, then the product of the one author stands out separate and can at
afl times be as easily distinguished from the product of another author as the
cattle or lands or ships or jewels of one proprietor from those of his neigh-
bour." J. Patersoo, Liberty of ifce press, 1880, p. 253.